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Increasing number of non-risk oral cancer patients in Korea:
obesity and oral cancer
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It has been well known that tobacco smoking and high al-
cohol consumption are considered major risk factors of oral
tongue squamous cell carcinoma. However, the number of
oral cancer patients without risk factors has recently been in-
creasing. In particular, many female patients with oral cancer
have no history of smoking or heavy alcohol consumption. In
South Korea, approximately 3,000-4,000 new cases of oral
cancer are diagnosed each year. Recently, the number of oral
cancer patients has been rising not only among the elderly but
also among relatively young people in their 20s and 30s. This
phenomenon is occurring worldwide, and its exact cause has
not been identified.

A groundbreaking drug for treating obesity has recently
been developed and is enjoying sensational popularity. The
key players in the currently trending obesity treatment are
glucagon-like peptide-1 (GLP-1) receptor agonist injections.
Wegovy (Novo Nordisk) and Mounjaro (Eli Lilly and Com-
pany) are the two most popular drug for obesity treatment.
They are so popular that they were recently designated as a
drug subject to abuse in Korea. It is encouraging that obesity
is recognized as a serious medical condition and that treat-
ments for it have been developed.

I recently performed surgery for tongue cancer on a man
and a woman in their 40s—a relatively young age group for
oral cancer. Neither patient had risk factors such as alcohol

or tobacco use, but both shared the characteristic of obesity.
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The male patient was 195 cm tall and weighed 175 kg, while
the female patient was 165 cm tall and weighed 110 kg. Can
obesity really be linked to oral cancer in these two patients?
Obesity is believed to promote carcinogenesis by affecting
the body’s metabolism and immune system, and by inducing
hormonal changes and inflammatory responses. Recent stud-
ies on the link between obesity and oral cancer have yielded
starkly different results. Lim et al.' stated that oral cancer,
melanoma and leukemia are not significantly associated with
obesity. Choi et al.” reported that the incidence of oral cancer
increased only in males. Wang et al.’ suspected the close re-
lationship between obesity and head and neck cancer. Gui et
al.* even reported obesity decreased the risk of total head and
neck cancer incidence.

A lecture on the latest oral and maxillofacial treatment
guidelines for diabetic and obese patients is scheduled for the
upcoming autumn academic conference of the 2026 Korean
Association of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgeons: this strikes
me as a timely and excellent choice of topic for the event.
This academic conference will cover comprehensive top-
ics related to obesity medications, featuring lectures on the
current status and future prospects of various treatment. It is
hoped that this systemic review on obesity and oral cancer
will serve as a turning point in treatment of oral cancer pa-
tients with obesity who lack other risk factors. Finally, the
two patients mentioned above are currently undergoing out-

patient follow-up without any recurrence or metastasis.
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